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Abstract 
This paper is based on the presidential address given by the author at the 12th Congress of the 
World Council of Comparative Education Societies (WCCES)  in Havana, October 2004. The 
paper explores various elements in the struggle for a postcolonial refashioning of cultural 
identity through education. Drawing on experiences in Australia and the Caribbean, the author 
illustrates how educational systems undergoing decolonisation reflect socio-cultural tensions 
of race and power. She discusses the complexities for comparative educations in engaging 
with suppressed knowledge, recognising the yearnings of the marginalised, challenging the 
conditions that lead to poverty, and refashioning education for social justice in an era when 
the achievement of justice seems increasingly difficult. She argues that comparative educators 
can benefit from using postcolonial thinking to understand cultural complexity and promote 
life-affirming practices in educational change.  
 
Introduction. 
Imagine images of the British Queen, a mahogany sculpture of an African head, and the 
Jamaican singer Bob Marley with his flowing dreadlocks.  What could the three possibly have 
in common?  
 
In this paper, I explore the tensions and complexities of the struggle for a postcolonial 
refashioning of identity that are suggested by these images.  They are pictures on three 
Jamaican postage stamps. The Queen, the dreadlocked Bob Marley, the mahogany head 
sculpted by Edna Manley, symbolise Caribbean tensions and contestations over identities and 
directions. Some Jamaicans still idolize the British monarchy and the perceived stability of 
colonial rule. Others contest the racism and oppression of that history by means of art that 
celebrates the African characteristics that used to be despised, and through songs articulating 
suffering, resistance, hope and liberation. The art and the music are two of many strands in 
the movement to reclaim pride in black culture and struggle against imperialism, racism and 
injustice (Nettleford 1978). Such contestations spill over into the educational systems of 
postcolonial societies, be they mainly ‘white’, ‘black’, ‘Asian’ or thoroughly multi-racial. The 
pictures on the stamps remind us of the legacies of ‘whiteness’ and its ‘Others’ with all the 
overlapping connotations of authoritarianism and complicity, desire and repulsion, safety and 
danger, apathy and resistance, dogmatism and ambivalence. In these debates, born of the 
hybridity of postcolonial culture, the protagonists are multiracial. The sculptress Edna Manley 
and the singer Bob Marley are both of Jamaican-English parentage. Caribbean and other 
postcolonial societies are thoroughly ‘Creole’ – culturally and racially mixed over centuries 
of miscegenation. 
 
My argument is that analysing this cultural complexity in a postcolonial framework is a key to 
helping students explore education in a way that recognises and escapes colonized frames of 
thinking. I explore how disadvantaging structures continue to perpetuate inequities through 
schooling, and I discuss change approaches from incremental to revolutionary. The context is 
that of considering how the fresh currents of thinking in comparative education can help us to 
recognise, explore and disrupt entrenched preconceptions that may be limiting our 
possibilities for changing in the directions that would create more equitable societies in a 
globalising world culture.  
 
Some researchers who explore postcolonial theory in Comparative Education studies are 
scholars whose lives have been shaped by postcoloniality, either in the sense of having lived 
in a former colony and through its decolonisation process, or of having lived in a metropolitan 
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centre in the morally problematic situation of being beneficiaries of the gains of empire. They 
foreground the struggles of decolonisation in education, and the views and voices traditionally 
seen as belonging to the ‘other’. They call for analytical attention to culture and the texts and 
discourses of teaching and learning, and engage with views of education that contest the 
modernist paradigm. My outlook stems from my being a product of the global currents of 
colonialism, decolonisation and postcolonialism. My homeland, Jamaica, became 
independent in 1962, and so I had much of my schooling under British colonialism. In the era 
of decolonization, I took degrees (in History and Education) in three Commonwealth 
universities, in the Caribbean, Hong Kong and Australia, and worked and studied as an 
educator in the UK, Jamaica, Grenada, the USA and finally, Australia. I have ‘lived’ 
comparative education, as a student, a teacher and a researcher in various postcolonial and 
multi-ethnic settings. In this paper, I apply some insights from my own experience of the 
postcolonial condition to thinking about comparative education and how we teach it.  
 
Race, power and cultural complexity 
The concepts of race, power and cultural complexity are the ones that I will emphasise. My 
experience of teaching in many postcolonial countries increasingly confirms my view that 
students of education need to understand postcolonial perspectives to make sense of their 
studies. These perspectives, deconstructing the manifestations and implications of 
Eurocentrism and racism in the postcolonial world, should frame the study of education and 
its specialised components. How racism has distorted knowledge, socio-cultural relationships 
and economic patterns is clearly visible in the curricula and structuring of educational 
institutions worldwide, and there is a moral imperative for teachers, students and other 
citizens to challenge them. As educators, we can learn from comparing how the curriculum of 
‘whiteness’ (read ‘white supremacy’) is implemented in different countries (McKay 2001, 
Hage 1998, Kincheloe et al 1998, Churchill 1995, Hickling-Hudson and Ahlquist 2003) and 
even more importantly, how it is being challenged and overcome. These are the two faces of 
power, viewed as both a negative and positive force, working dialectically on and through 
people, its operations both enabling and constraining (Aronowitz and Giroux, 1985: 216). 
This complex study would be well placed in comparative education, a field which combines 
historical and sociological macro views of education as a global system as well as finely 
textured analyses of education at its micro-levels (see Editorial, CICE 2002). 
 
My years of teaching in Queensland, Australia, where intercultural perspectives are not well 
developed, have made me aware of the fact that talking about race is often highly unwelcome 
to people of European descent. Sarah White (2002) points out that ‘talking about race in 
development is like breaking a taboo’. Development assumes colour-blindness. There is no 
analysis of development policies by race, as there is by gender, and there are few programs of 
anti-racism training. The silence about race, White points out, is a silence full of implications. 
It both masks its centrality to the development project, and emphasises this centrality.  
Although ‘race’ is not a biological but rather a socio-historical construct, it is a concept which 
is an important aspect of identity, as well as being a principle influencing particular types of 
social structures, transforming physical space, the human body, consciousness, institutions, 
and contributing to the concept and techniques of modernist development. The central facts in 
development are international capital, regional power blocs and the position of nation states, 
but its metanarratives and its assumptions of superiority have racial undertones. In their 
depiction of ‘otherness’, development, colonial power, and racist explanations all eschew and 
escape the task of making sense of other worlds (White 2002, Mundimbe 1988, Omi and 
Winant 1986). 
 
Edward Said (1994, p. xxix) points out that ‘Partly because of empire, all cultures are 
involved in one another; none is single and pure, all are hybrid, heterogenous, extraordinarily 
differentiated, and unmonolithic’. Much Western thought and practice ignores global 
hybridity. This omission contrasts with intercultural ideas which reflect the diversity, 
complexity and sophistication of cultures. Many people genuinely ally themselves in the 
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struggle against the evils of racism. But despite improvements, anti-racist legislation and 
practice have failed to put an end to the web of disadvantages suffered by many people of 
colour. Furthermore, white-dominated societies are experiencing a racist backlash against 
multiculturalism and anti-racism (Mikaere 2001). The situation calls for teachers to face the 
complexities of challenging the manifestations of continuing racism – discrimination, 
exclusion, cultural suppression and other forms of injustice. 
 
Postcolonial theory explores this complex patterning of racism and the range of responses it 
engenders. ‘Postcolonial’ in the sense used here does not, of course, mean to suggest that we 
have finished with the colonial. It refers to the thinking that deconstructs the operations of 
Eurocentrism in colonial and neo-colonial polities, and that develops alternative analyses and 
propositions based on different ways of knowing (Hickling-Hudson, Matthews and Woods, 
2004, Ninnes and Burnett 2004, Tikly 2001, Willinsky 1998, Hall 1996). The themes of this 
paper draw implications from the knowledges of Indigenous and colonised peoples 
suppressed and hidden by the hegemony of Eurocentric education. They stimulate comparison 
of the neo-colonial education systems which were part of the European empires. They 
emphasise flesh-and-blood issues of how education affects people, and provide thoughts 
about the elements of cultural complexity that Western educators need to take on board in 
order to collaborate in developing the human face of comparative education. 
 
Uncovering hidden knowledges 
Aboriginal Australian ways of knowing have opened my eyes, and those of at least some of 
my students, to the richness, complexity and importance of a world view which is strikingly 
different from the modernist Western one.  An illustration of this comes from the Australian 
Aboriginal painting entitled ‘To Hold Our Earth Firmly’, and the ideas of Australian 
Aboriginal people of the Pintupi nation which produced this painting. It is in the style of 
dense dots and symbols arranged in swirling patterns and earth colours characteristic of the 
art styles of Aboriginal peoples of Australia’s central desert region. The story of the painting 
is publicised in the book by Kevin Keeffe ‘From the Centre to the City’(1992). Keeffe 
explains that the artists, who were also schoolteachers, collectively produced the painting and 
in 1989 brought it thousands of miles from their Central Australian homeland to the capital, 
Canberra. Attending a conference on education there, they presented the painting as their 
‘paper’. In that action, they disrupted the norms of presenting a written paper, and challenged 
the White, Anglo-Australian audience to engage with the message of the painting in a manner 
different from anything they had experienced before.  
 
I have used this painting and this story as a method of getting my Australian students to 
encounter, most of them for the first time, the philosophically and artistically sophisticated 
knowledge and skills of Aboriginal peoples. I start the class by presenting to them a photo of 
the painting from Keeffe’s book, explaining how the artists used it at the education 
conference. Then I give them the key which explains how to decode the highly complex 
symbol system of the dots and lines and their juxtaposition in the canvas. In small discussion 
groups, the students work out the message of the painting. When the students have exchanged 
their interpretation of the painting, I present to them the interpretation of it given by the 
Pintupi artists themselves, as told by Keeffe. The painting tells a story of how the integrated 
traditional philosophy and culture of the Pintupi people was disrupted after they were forced 
by White Australians to live in sedentary settlements where British education was imposed in 
the 1950s. White newcomers ruled the schools and the elders were stripped of their traditional 
role of teaching the young. By the 1970s some adults and children had learnt the negative 
lessons of alcoholism and petrol-sniffing. In the 1980s there was improvement in that some 
Pintupi teacher aides were allowed to help the white teachers in the school, and gradually 
took on more responsibilities, but the elders with their community and traditional knowledge 
were still excluded. The painting puts forward the vision and hope that in the future, the 
school would become ‘an integral part of the community in a balance determined by the older 
men and women: those who “hold the earth firmly”’, while the artists will be the teachers who 
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carry out their ‘professional and kinship responsibilities of holding and looking after the 
students in the school’ (Keeffe 1992: 28). 
 
Students are both fascinated and shocked, because the Pintupi explanation of the painting is 
so much deeper, so much more complex and complete than the thin and superficial 
interpretation that they, the students, produced in their discussion groups. Over the decade in 
which I have taught this lesson, I have found it by far the most effective method of 
stimulating White Australian students to respect Indigenous Australians as their cultural 
equals, rather than as victims of history to be pitied, defended or despised. For the first time, 
students are faced with a knowledge system that is different from the Anglocentric system in 
which they have been socialized. This disrupts their preconceptions. In discussion, they 
acknowledge not only that the painting is aesthetically beautiful, but also that the Pintupi 
knowledge system represented by the painting is highly sophisticated, succinct and ‘literate’ 
in the use of symbols to convey thought-provoking messages. The students are also impressed 
by the creative and passionate challenge posed by the artists to the conventional organisation 
of education, and of the Anglo-Australian conference. They are intrigued by the idea of 
Aboriginal schoolteachers challenging high-status White delegates to ‘read’ and engage with 
the social critique of the painting. For White Australian student teachers to articulate these 
insights is a step forward, since their socialization and education has not disposed them to 
think in these positive ways about the Indigenous peoples from over 400 language groups 
who inhabited their country for an estimated 40,000 years before the arrival of Europeans. 
 
I ask my students to engage with Indigenous intellectual achievements not only in Australia 
but also in the Americas (see Weatherford 1988, Churchill 1995) as a way of advancing the 
idea of postcolonial engagement with unfamiliar knowledge that can challenge and disrupt 
scholarly conventions of Eurocentrism. If social class and development economics are the 
central ‘tropes’ of comparative education, a postcolonial perspective that recognises and 
utilises hidden knowledges adds important insights to any socio-economic analysis of 
education.  
 
Racism as violence, dispossession, desire – and resistance 
Mies and Shiva (1993) depict modernist development as a process of ‘violence, dispossession 
and desire’. We can depict racism in education in the same way.  It is a process of cultural, 
intellectual and physical violence which strips its targets of their dignity and dispossesses 
them of their culture and resources. The dispossession that peoples of non-European 
ethnicities suffered under colonialism still show in the patterns of poverty and cultural 
suppression throughout the world. But as well as shaping identities, subjectivities, and 
structures, racism also engenders challenge, resistance, desire, ambivalence, complicity and a 
range of other responses. Such issues of race, neo-colonial development and cultural identity 
are being grappled with all over the postcolonial world. The way in which I understand them 
stems from my double location in Australia and the Caribbean.  
 
My teaching and research have involved me dialectically in the struggle for recognition of the 
vital global role of the knowledges and work of formerly colonised peoples, and in the 
racialized education structures that continue as a legacy of colonialism. School students are 
often subjected to a callously ethnocentric version of knowledge, as I have observed with 
colleagues when visiting schools in both Australia and the USA (Hickling-Hudson and 
Ahlquist 2003: 69). In my attempt to prepare student teachers to counter this, I provide them 
with the opportunity to study how systemic institutional racism continues to locate 
disproportionate numbers of ‘blacks’ at the bottom of multiracial societies, the racialized 
discourses which characterise different kinds of curriculum texts, and which perpetuate 
personal insults such as those drawing on 19th century imagery to call dark-skinned people 
‘gorilla’, ‘nigger’, ‘boong’ or ‘blackie’. I and my family have been the target of these insults, 
a reminder of the emotional violence that Indigenous Australians have to live with daily. In 
the 1990s, the people of a rural town in Australia wanted to name a new football stadium the 
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‘Nigger Brown’ stadium in honour of a long-dead local sporting hero (blond and blue-eyed) 
whose surname ‘Brown’ had led his friends to nickname him ‘Nigger’. The outrage this 
provoked among Indigenous and other Australians led to acrimonious debate but eventually 
to the withdrawal of the name for the stadium. Student teachers debate with each other as to 
whether there is anything wrong with such a name for a public place. Some think there isn’t, 
because after all, it was the man’s nickname! Some are indignant, while others do not see as 
objectionable the conflation of the term ‘black’ as a description for people, and an epithet of 
negativity, as in a ‘black’ mood, day, film, deed, thought, Friday, market or economy. After 
all, they say, words have multiple meanings, and this usage of black is traditional in English. 
This attitude is demonstrated with depressing regularity in everyday talk and in newspapers. 
Even a prestigious national daily paper can un-selfconsciously, on the same page, juxtapose 
an editorial column headed “Don’t close the lid on black history” and a letter headed “A black 
day for Yorta Yorta people” (‘The Australian’, Dec 14-15, 2002, p. 20). Yet there is also 
much to celebrate in the unique intercultural creations and relationships of Australia’s 
postcolonial culture. As in any culture, students learn as much from uncovering these 
complexities as they do from thinking about the continuing negativities that have to be 
challenged. Stromquist (2002:2) points out that essential to the macro understanding of 
globalisation is recognising that ‘the “I” is being challenged in crucial ways. Before we 
recognize the “Other”, we have to know ourselves well’.  
 
As a young graduate, I chose what seemed like a contradiction for a highly qualified person in 
my society - to go and teach in very poor areas. Searing social disparities marked the contrasts 
between the elegantly well-resourced Jamaican elite schools that were the only schools I 
knew throughout my youth, and the impoverished schools in which as a young adult I taught 
(in the UK and Jamaica) and which, as a teacher educator, I later encountered in my 
supervision of the practicum of student teachers. The dissonance between being caught up in 
some of the struggles of daily life for the impoverished and oppressed, and my elite education 
as a middle-class and Anglicised child of the British Empire, had a powerful effect on me. 
Recently, I rediscovered the diary which I kept during my years teaching at a Jamaican 
comprehensive high school to which the children of the poor were relegated. The following 
paragraphs draw from it, highlighting the interrelation of race, class, dispossession and 
challenge in countries emerging from colonialism. 
 
Poverty was at the basis of many of the problems at the school. There were different degrees 
of poverty, but for many students it meant being hungry throughout the day, and being unable 
to buy sufficient numbers of the schoolbooks and materials that were required. The 
government introduced a program of free school lunches to help children whose families 
could prove that they needed this help. In my homeroom class of forty students, ten were 
signed up for school lunch. The rest were able to bring 40 cents a day to buy snacks at the 
school canteen. The teachers raised money to provide a breakfast program, but funds were 
scarce and irregular, so breakfast was minimal, providing only a few of the neediest students 
with a milky drink and some bread to start the day.   
 
Some family situations were dire. Rosalie, one of my 16 year old students in the top stream, 
missed school for several weeks during the year of her school-leaving exams. When she 
returned, we learnt that her absence stemmed from the necessity for her, as the eldest sibling, 
to look after her younger brothers and sisters while her mother had been committed to the 
mental hospital for medical treatment. Her father was absent, contributing little or nothing to 
the household. She had to go to various relatives and friends in turn begging them for a 
minimum of daily food for the family. She had no money to pay the expensive entry fees for 
her school-leaving exam (the British General Certificate of Education, ‘O’ Level). Her 
despair and tears cut to the heart. Even though some teachers clubbed together and paid exam 
entry fees for her and a few others, this did not solve her pressing problems. She did not know 
when her mother would fall ill again, making it necessary for her once again to drop out of 
school. She could not afford textbooks, and had already missed so much tuition that it was 
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unlikely that she would be able to pass the exams. She had no guarantee of eating regularly, 
since her mother, due to her illness, had lost the job she once held. There was no state welfare 
system to assist families in this sort of crisis.  
 
As for the charitable payment of exam fees, how many youngsters can teachers help, and how 
to make decisions to help one rather than another? Most of the students needed financial help. 
Many could not afford the exam entry fees. Another student in my school-leaving exam class, 
a sixteen-year old whose parents had long abandoned him, survived in the same precarious 
way as Rosalie had done, by asking for food from a different friend or relative each day. He 
was able to pay his exam fees by ‘hustling’ on the streets, that is, earning small amounts of 
money by working in odd jobs. This option was not open to girls. Cases abounded of students 
living on the edge of daily hunger and precariousness. 
 
Impoverishment meant not only hunger and the inability to meet educational costs, but 
sometimes lack of basic health care. Several of the students I taught were reading so close to 
the page that they obviously needed glasses, but with no state program of eye care, there was 
no possibility of getting them. I contacted some of my friends in Jamaica and in the USA and 
asked them to raise money to contribute towards a program of buying optometrist tests and 
glasses for the children. They were generous, but their contributions amounted to a drop in the 
bucket that could only provide a few students with the glasses they needed. It was then that I 
was struck by the full realization of the obscenity of situations that make charity necessary. 
Forcing people to depend for their basic human rights of food, health care and education on 
the irregular goodwill of the relatively wealthy is simply cruel, inhuman and unacceptable. 
The targets of this abuse have every right to fight to better their condition, and perhaps it is 
only they who can effectively lead this fight. It was a watershed moment in my political 
understanding and development.  
 
Accompanying poverty was the inadequate quality of the government primary school 
background of most of the children who came into this school at age 12 or 13. Though most 
had been taught the basic “three R’s”, others had been so poorly taught, in conditions of such 
overcrowding, that they entered secondary school functionally illiterate and innumerate. 
Some never caught up. But some had been taught well, were placed in the top stream, passed 
their external exams, and against the odds of their background, went on to professional and 
other careers. I still meet some of my students today, adults with their own families and 
careers, who stop me in the street, on the beach, or on the campus of the University of the 
West Indies with ‘Miss, don’t you remember me? I was in your history class!’ 
 
In the programs of educational restructuring, the colonial social class divisions of the society 
remained deep. The majority of students continued to be allocated to the neglected All Age 
schools, but some got the chance to go to the upgraded ‘New Secondaries’ which provided a 
vocational schooling to age 16. At the elite grammar schools catering for a small minority of 
the secondary school-aged population, curriculum programs were geared towards the new 
external regional exams of much higher status set by the Caribbean Examinations Council 
(CXC). The status difference was symbolized in the school texts – printed locally on cheap 
newsprint for the New Secondaries, and glossily illustrated and printed by international 
publishers for the prestige schools. It was not until the 1990s, thirty years after independence, 
that the government in Jamaica started to lay the foundation for equalizing the curriculum 
throughout the high school sector.  
 
Neo-colonial schools contribute to emotional anguish and low self-esteem by battering 
students with assaults on their self-image and identity. When a Caribbean History curriculum 
was first introduced in the region, in the 1960s, the textbooks and examination questions 
reflected a colonial interpretation which continued through the 1970s and beyond. They were 
prepared by a combination of UK and Caribbean scholars thoroughly socialized in imperial 
history.  Some questions required students to imagine that they were slave traders, and write 
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essays setting out how they would organise the African slave trade, or from the viewpoint of 
sugar plantation owners explain how slaves would be used. None asked students to take the 
viewpoint of the African majority. It was the negative self-image of many of the youngsters 
that I taught that made me fully understand the damage being done by this kind of racialized 
neo-colonial discourse. An important experience for me was learning how to recognise and 
name neo-colonial interpretations and how to contest them in the public arena. I collaborated 
with other teachers to write a series of newspaper articles entitled Whose History? which 
critiqued the new CXC examination syllabus in Caribbean History for perpetuating the forms 
and paradigms of the old British one. Over the years changes were made, and the CXC 
curriculum for all subjects gradually became more epistemologically sensitive and reflective 
of the complexity of Caribbean history, culture, science and society. CXC exams are 
intellectually challenging and internationally recognised, and this has encouraged significant 
advances in textbook writing. But we need to reflect on the extent to which this new 
examination system contributes to stalling social progress with the ambivalence of desire for 
the old ways in which we have been socialized. It remains an elitist exam, and we should ask 
how far it cling to aspects of past colonialism in that it excludes ways of knowing other than 
those based on academic literacies, does not engage with the oralities and folk forms of our 
region, and acts as a gate barring entry to all but those who can afford an expensive, middle-
class high school education and (still) costly exam fees. Curriculum, textbook and 
examination ideology should constantly be under scrutiny (King and Morrissey 1990), and 
this is an aspect of schooling that comparative educators can make visible.  
 
Unsettling neo-colonial education: revolution, reversal and lagoon flows 
I have drawn on my experiences to illustrate neo-colonial intersections of class and race and 
to make the point that such situations still exist in some countries just as I encountered them 
many years ago. How difficult it is to shift these problems is indicated by several recent 
Caribbean research studies, including those of Evans (2003), Samms-Vaughan (2002) and 
Jules (2002). One of the problems of neo-liberal globalisation is that the type of economic 
growth engendered does not reduce poverty. According to UNICEF, one in four children in 
the Caribbean live in poverty. The following percentages of people were living below the 
poverty line between 1994-7: Antigua 12%, Grenada 30, St Lucia 25, Jamaica 32, Dominica 
33, Guyana 43. This has a direct impact on reducing the capability of families to ensure that 
children can reach their potential (Ramsaran, 2002). Many home and family factors stemming 
from poverty in Jamaica that still prevent efficient utilisation of educational resources. 
‘Children may be financially unable to attend school, they may assist the family in earning an 
income rather than attending school, they may attend school but lack school materials to 
support learning, they may be too undernourished to learn, and their families may disintegrate 
under economic stress (Samms-Vaughan 2002). Other social problems, including the 
repressive and often violent nature of the conventional school, combine with poverty to 
render schooling problematic (Jules 2002, Evans 2003).  
 
The problems of an under-resourced and inequitable education system abound. Yet, due to the 
efforts of Caribbean governments to achieve change with few resources, many aspects of 
education have improved, though there are limitations to the improvements (Hickling-Hudson 
2004b). The political, economic and educational systems in which we are enmeshed continue 
to bear the stamp of European colonialism and even when we reform them. It will take more 
radical efforts than any we have yet seen to reshape systems and identities in a way that 
counters the racist, sexist and classist poisons of our colonial and neo-colonial histories 
(Willinsky 1998), and instead nurtures social health. 
 
The Grenada Revolution of 1979 to 1983 was a significant event in the history of educational 
change in the decolonising world. The movement had poisonous strands evidenced by the 
fratricidal fighting after a few years that led to the collapse of the revolution. But in spite of 
this and its crushing in 1983 by the US invasion, the socio-political and educational 
approaches forged by the people of Grenada and their supporters during those years are still 
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important today. Educational change in Grenada illustrates many layers of the theme of 
cultural complexity and the difficulties of change. One aspect of the theme relates to the new 
insights in pedagogy that some educators developed by being introduced for the first time to 
the teaching of Paulo Freire. I was invited to be part of a teaching team assembled by 
Grenadian education leaders and Freire, who had agreed to work for a few weeks in the new 
revolutionary process. I have described the two-week workshop of teachers led by Freire, and 
its educational and political implications (Hickling-Hudson 1988). Mention of this great 
Brazilian educator reminds me of how unusual it is for educators from the English-speaking 
Caribbean, like myself, to work with Latin Americans, our separateness a legacy of the 
linguistic and cultural divide built into the region  by its five former colonizers, Spain, 
Portugal, Britain, France and the Netherlands. The cultural and political richness of the 
experience of working with Freire and his colleagues from Mexico, Argentina and Columbia 
became a watershed in my development as an educator. The dialogic education method that 
he taught remains of major significance in giving both students and teachers voice and 
showing them ways of relating their education to the socio-political context. 
 
As a teacher-educator and educational planner in Grenada, I gradually absorbed several other 
types of insights. I participated in and witnessed the efforts to reshape society and education 
along lines of social justice. Complexity characterised the model of education that the 
Revolution was promoting. There was ambivalence in the strategies that creatively challenged 
racism and elitism, and yet continued to perpetuate the dogmatism of class-based 
assumptions. After the US invasion, a series of elected Grenadian governments backed by US 
aid and tutelage set about erasing programs of the Revolution. These regimes dismantled the 
Centre for Popular Education, which had organised adult literacy and continuing education. 
The university scholarships to Cuba and other socialist countries were discontinued. They 
stopped the curriculum development process which had produced new readers for Grenadian 
children, developing their literacy in both Creole and English. They dismantled the National 
In Service Teacher Education Program (NISTEP), which had started to provide education and 
professional training for the backlog of untrained teachers, 70% of the teaching body. The 
huge popular participation in political processes with their grassroots educational component 
was also eradicated (Hickling-Hudson 1989, 1995, 1997, 2003a).  
 
Yet the memories of these significant experiments remain in written and spoken accounts, and 
also in some programs which were gradually restored in Grenada, for example, elements of 
in-service teacher education, and a resumption of the university scholarships to Cuba 
(Hickling-Hudson 2000b). The short-lived revolution of four and a half years had delineated 
the goal of a qualitatively new type of education, and had taken initial steps towards it. Chris 
Searle’s books have recorded the outpouring of the peoples’ Creole voice in public poetry and 
discussion. The poetry in Words Unchained (Searle 1984) ranged over themes that explored 
many aspects of the Revolution, including recognition of folk roots, articulation of the effort 
needed to push changes forward, assertion of women’s equal contribution to national 
development, and a new sense of cultural pride and dignity. Comparative educators have been 
in the forefront of researching how postcolonial social movements such as those in China, 
Cuba, Nicaragua and Grenada grappled with the unsuitability of Eurocentric education, and 
their achievements as well as shortcomings in how they sought to reframe it (Arnove 1994, 
Carnoy and Samoff 1990). 
 
There is much to add to the repertoire of educational change by returning to the ideas of some 
Indigenous groups in Australia. Educational knowledge is unsettled and stretched by 
Indigenous ways of thinking which challenge not only the curriculum, but the very shape and 
nature of the school. This is vividly shown by the dissonance in the experiences of a white 
educator, Michael Christie (2000), working in an Indigenous community where schooling is 
now controlled by Aboriginal educators and community members. Christie, gradually 
absorbing some understanding of Indigenous philosophies, came to see not only how 
powerful they were for learning, but also how they revealed the arrogance of the white 
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Australian imposition of a narrow type of schooling. As he explains it, the Yolgnu philosophy 
of education, based on the concepts of ‘Ganma’, ‘Garma’ and ‘Galtha’, departs fundamentally 
from the modernist Western school. Ganma symbolizes an intercultural (Aboriginal and 
Western) learning situation, which is to the elders akin to what they see happening in a 
‘Ganma’, a lagoon within the mangroves where salt water coming in from the sea meets 
streams of fresh water coming down from the land. Each body of water has its own flows, and 
the lagoon is highly productive as a food source, just as each body of learning has its own 
logic and their meeting is highly creative and different from the originals. The school should 
be like Garma, a public ceremonial area for open ceremonies which everyone can participate 
in and enjoy. ‘Educationally Garma means the open forum where people can talk and share 
their ideas, differences can be talked through, and everyone can work to reach agreement’ (p. 
13). Galtha is a place where people from different territories assemble to make important 
negotiations, agreements and plans, and is also a process of meeting and negotiating. So in 
education, Galtha is ‘the nexus between plan and action, theory and practice’ (p. 14).  
 
The insights of this approach have much to teach us about the complex interplay of paradigms 
and cultures in the reshaping of education. Yolgnu philosophy resonates with, yet goes 
beyond the observations of McCarthy et al (2003: 460, 461), that ‘postcolonial cultural 
workers point to the limitations of monological and homogenizing approaches. They argue 
that culture and identity are the products of human encounters and the inventories of cross-
cultural appropriation and hybridity…. [C]urricular knowledge should be an interdisciplinary 
product of heterogeneous sources, and pedagogy should be organised around the thesis of the 
constructed nature of all knowledge.’  
 
Conclusion 
The exploitative practices of colonialism were manifest in the in the poor resourcing of 
education systems, the asymmetries and exclusions based on social class, race and gender, 
and the hegemony of monocultural curricula. The work of building alternatives has not been 
smooth. Drawing on concepts such as the socio-cultural contexts of diversity and hybridity, 
and the psycho-cultural processes of racialization, ‘othering’, ambivalence, desire, resistance 
and complicity, helps us to investigate the cultural complexity of our decolonising  world and 
its diverse and interacting systems of meaning – my emphasis in this paper. 
 
We hear much about development issues and how they affect education as a system, but not 
enough about postcolonial issues and how they affect the lives and learning of the students 
and teachers involved.  Fruitful lines of research would explore the yearnings of the 
marginalised and their experience within traditional education, investigate the extent to which 
educational reform constitutes charity – a flimsy and temporary bandage over deep wounds, 
and show that changing education involves striving for curricular justice as much as for 
institutional and structural justice. Such research will lead us to the dialectical insight that the 
only way the marginalised will receive education justice is to fight for it, but that their fight is 
hindered by the exclusions they have suffered. The struggle for justice can best be carried on 
by alliances. I have learned how important it is to work collaboratively with educators, 
whatever their ethnicity, who are developing effective work to combat racism and other 
exclusions (Hickling-Hudson 2004c).  
 
Comparative education could carry out more research than at present (Broadfoot 1999, 
Crossley 2000) into how the education system works to exclude the majority of poor children 
and adults from excellent schooling, and of how this exclusion is compounded by cultural and 
racial suppression. Eurocentric education is stratifying and racist. It suppresses knowledge, 
distorts learning and persuades Europe and its diaspora of their putative superiority. The 
experience of education in the era of decolonisation indicate that socialisation in neo-colonial 
ideas of race is still hegemonic (see Ladson-Billings, 1998, Singley, 2002). Understanding 
how this works will help comparative educators to carry out critical and dialogic research and 
teaching to explore how education can be changed to promote social justice. 
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